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Writer’s Responsibility vs. Reader’s Responsibility
In 1750, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a citizen of Geneva, submitted a
discourse to the Academy of Dijon, which, in setting up a contest, had posed
the following question: “Has the restoration of the sciences and the arts
tended to purify morals?” In his discourse Rousseau seeks as his goal to
“blame the sciences before one of Europe’s most learned Societies, praise
ignorance in a famous Academy, and reconcile contempt for study with
respect for the truly Learned.” Fortunately or unfortunately, this academic
discourse succeeded in winning the Academy’s prize, and shortly afterward
was widely read throughout Europe as the Discourse on the Sciences and
Arts or rather, more popularly, as Rousseau’s First Discourse.
In fact, while writing this “discourse” full of severe and passionate
criticism of the European civilization of his age, Rousseau was anticipating
the very gray prospect that many of the judges of the contest and readers in
general would not welcome it, as the following citation from the Discourse on
the Sciences and Arts clearly shows:
“Running counter to everything that men admire today, I can expect
only universal blame; and the fact of having been honored by the approval of
a few Wise men does not allow me to count on the approval of the Public. . . ; I
do not care to please either the Witty or the Fashionable. At all times there
will be men destined to be subjugated by the opinions of their century, their
Country, their Society. . . . One must not write for such Readers when one
wants to live beyond one’s century.”
Noteworthy is the fact that Rousseau here divides the human race
into the two groups of writers and readers respectively: On the one hand,
those writers who sell themselves to the trends of their own time vs. those
writers who wish to live beyond their own time; on the other hand, those
readers who follow the opinions of their own age, country, and society vs.
those readers who wish to live beyond their own time.
The small hope of Rousseau, who wished to live beyond his own age,
i.e., to write (and to be read) beyond his own age, depends exclusively upon
the emergence, presence, and survival of such readers as wish to read beyond
their own age, i.e., as wish to learn from the authors of the past to read them.
But, where could, can, and will we be able to find such readers? And how
many such readers?
Niccolò Machiavelli, a Renaissance figure of late 15th and early16th
century Italy, seems most surely to be a philosopher who read and wrote
while wishing for life beyond his age. The following episode testifies to this
judgment. In a very famous letter addressed to his friend Francesco Vettori
on 10 December, 1513, he describes beautifully his conversations with the
ancients through the medium of reading their books.
“On the coming of evening, I return to my house and enter my study;
and at the door I take off the day’s clothing, covered with mud and
dust, and put on garments regal and courtly; and reclothed
appropriately, I enter the ancient courts and ancient men, where
received by them with affection, I feed on that food which only is
mine and which I was born for, where I am not ashamed to speak
with them and to ask them the reason for their actions; and they in
their kindness answer me; and for four hours of time I do not feel
boredom, I forget every trouble, I do not dread poverty, I am not
frightened by death; entirely I give myself over them.”
Following Dante’s advice that it does not produce knowledge when
we hear but do not remember, Machiavelli has noted everything in the
conversations that has profited him, and used it for the completion of his
small but great work, Il Principe. Machiavelli himself is not only a superb
reader, but also an excellent writer. This is most eloquently proved by the
fact that he has been continuously read seriously by thoughtful readers down
through the ages and in countries beyond his own, so that the term
“Machiavellianism” was coined to designate his political teaching.
Waseda University Library contains a vast collection of the great
books of the wise, Eastern and Western, ancient and modern. It is no
exaggeration to say, however, that those books would not have any value
whatsoever without being continuously read by the present (and future)
generations. Many of them are written not only for the purpose of the
writer’s age, i.e., for a historical purpose, but rather for the sake of being
read for their eternal universality, i.e., for posterity. To those writers who
wish to live beyond their own age must respond those readers who wish to
live beyond their own age and learn seriously from the past. Once a book has
been written, the responsibility to convey and revitalize the fundamental
questions and the wisdom it contains rests solely on the part of the readers
who will struggle to read it. In this sense too, the famous Latin saying of
Marcus Porcius Cato, “Learn by reading what wisdom is,” is still today a
living truth.
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